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CHAPTBB IX

I ARRIVED at the steps of the Malbrizzi Palace amid a crowd
of gondolas. I ascended without any announcement into
the saloons, which were fall of guests. I found, to my great
annoyance, that I was the only mask present. I felt that I
had been fairly taken in, and perceiving that I was an object
of universal attention, I had a great inclination to make a
precipitate retreat. But, on reflection, I determined to take
a, rapid survey before my departure, and then retire with
dignity. Leaning against a pillar, I flattered myself that I
appeared quite at my ease.

A lady, whom I had already conjectured to be the mistress
of the mansion, advanced and addressed me. Time had not
yet flown away with her charms.

4 Signer Mask,' she said, ' ever welcome, and doubly wel-
come, if a friend.'

' I fear I have no title to admission within these walls,
except the privilege of the season.'

' I should have thought otherwise,' said the lady, i if you
be one for whom many have inquired.'

' You must mistake me for another. It is not probable
that any one would inquire after me.1

4 Shall I tell you your name ? *

4 Some one has pretended to give me that unnecessaiy
information already to-night.'

c Well! I will not betray you, but I am silent in the hope
that you will, ere midnight, reward me for my discretion
by rendering it unnecessary. We trust that the ice of the
north will melt beneath our Venetian sun. You understand
me ?' So saying, she glided away,

1 could not doubt that this lady was the Countess Mal-
brizzi, and that she was the female mask who had addressed
vn0 in the opera house. She evidently knew me. I had